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Some Comments on Follclore i n  the Mass Media 
Tom Burnrs recent a r t i c l e ,  11Folklore i n  the Ihss lbdia: Television" 
raised a number of interest ing points.1 While I do not wish a t  t h i s  time 
t o  quarrel with the c r i t e r i a  presented i n  h i s  introductory paragraph, se- 
ver* points i n  the subsequent analysis are wobth fur ther  consideration, 
We academics are  very careful about our c i ta t ions  of books, but we tend 
to  be sloppy about other  media t o  which we refer. For exc-unple, Odum and 
Johnson and N e m n  Ivey White knew of  race" recordings of folksongs, 
but did not c i t e  record numbers and companies o r  name performers when 
they discussed the recordings i n  the i r  collections of Negro song, O n l y  
now, a f t e r  the labors of Paul Oliver and the Bri t ish blues disaographers, 
are  we cogrxizant of the f a c t  t h a t  there w a s  a f i n i t e  number of recordings, 
and tha t  each record company had a specif ic  a t t i t ude  toward the music and 
each singer a specif ic  s tylo and repertoire,2 The same i s  no l e s s  t rue  
f o r  te levis ion stations. Thus, giving the numbers of the channels mtched 
const i tutes  inadequate documentation, f o r  these cxe mechanical designa- 
t ions which remain fixed i n  sp i t e  of changes i n  s ta t ion  ownership. What 
r ea l ly  iden t i f i e s  a s ta t ion  i s  i t s  c j l l  l e t t e r s ,  which Burns has not 
identified.  Cgll l e t t e r s  symboliee policy (sometimes, i n  fac t ,  they are  
the i n i t i a l s  of the owner o r  have some similar significance) and remind 
us tha t  every kind of media attempts t o  establ ish a personality, an iden- 
t i f i a b l e  ltimage" which i s  symbolized by i t s  trademark. This i s  a problem 
i n  docurnentation which may seem simple but which must be taken in to  ac- 
count i f  future researchers are t o  have a point of reference f o r  the stu- 
dy of s ty l e  and content change i n  the mass media, Perhaps my comments on 
several 018 Burn's content evaluations w i l l  indicate t h e  kinds of prob- 
lems with which future researchers must deal. 
I n  his discussion of f iddle  music, Burn's misuse of the word "bluegrasst1 
creates a misleading impression of polarization between t rad i t ion  and 
non-tradition. The statement t h a t  " l i s t en  t o  the M~ckingbird~~ has been 
a 8ure crowd pleaser f o r  bluegrass audiencestr since it was written i n  
1855 is imccurate,3 There was no bluegrass before 1939 a t  the very 
ear l ies t ;  and bluegrass, even though it is non-electric, i s  a s  MU h a 
mixture of mass and folk culture a s  any country-western substy1e.e A s  
I have pointed out elsewhere, b3uegrass musicians tend t o  see them- 
selves a s  representatives of a pure t r a d i t i o  but t h i s  i s  a folk eva- PI luat ion ra ther  than a fo lk lo r i s t i c  judgment, Once the confusion about 
bluegrass i s  removed, the r e a l  problem with the example of frlrl[ockingO 
birdtt becomes apparent. 
It has been a popular tune with t rad i t iona l  f iddlers  and t h e i r  audi- 
ences f o r  a long time, However, it has almost always been a ltshowlt o r  
l t t r ickl t  tune rather than a dance tune, This means t h a t  as  a folklore 
item i t s  contextual features are and always have been different  from - 
those of i t s  closest  folklore relat ives ,  dance tunes, Burns actual ly  
makes t h i s  dis t inct ion when he describes a f e s t i v a l  situation-such 
as  a f iddle  contest o r  convention. Thus h i s  point t h a t  these "showu 
o r  lltrickn tunes f i t  well in to  the t e l e d s i o n  context i s  well-taken. 
But the difference between th2 television performance and a tradi- 
tional. performance may i n  fac t  not be as great as  Burns conceives it t o  
be, 
A s  1 have s tated above, bluegrass, while,not e lec t r i f ied ,  i s  just  a s  
commercialized as any other par t  of country-western music, That s ta te -  
ment could be reversed--country-western music, especially i n  its l i v e  
contexts, though e lec t r i f ied ,  i s  as  t rad i t iona l  as most bluegrass i n  
tha t  it developed from rura l  vaudeville, thc mdicine show and black- 
face minstrelsy. Conversely, it 16s not uncommon t o  encounter completely 
t rad i t iona l  contexts i n  which the fiddle i s  electr i f ied.  Most of the 
square dances I have attended i n  Brown and Monroe counties, Indiana, 
had e l e c t r i c  f iddle  music-except those held a t  the Brown County S ta t e  
Park f o r  the tourists, which had t o  be m r e  
I f  e lec t r i f ica t ion  i s  not a dependable criterion, the length of the per- 
formance w i l l  not help much ei ther .  The three "modern bluegrasstt versions 
Burns used f o r  comparison are  actual ly  representative of a spectrum of 
f iddle  performances ranging from re la t ive ly  uncommerciali~ed fo lk  t radi-  
t ion  (washburn) t o  contemporary Nashville Bluegrass (Nmtin) r I would 
a t t r ibu te  the shortness of the te levis ion example (as contrasted with 
the recordings) t o  the l imited amount of time a l lo t t ed  t o  the performers, 
coupled with a tendency i n  country-western music to devote more atten- 
t ion  t o  songs than instrumentals. Thus the r e a l  question is, how would 
the same f iddler  perform the same tune i n  country-western musical. con- 
tex ts  such as bars, concerts, recordings o r  radio shows? 
  urn's discussion of joke t e l l i n g  ra i ses  similar problems, It is  t rue  
tha t  most jokes are to ld  i n  the t rad i t iona l  context described, the in-  
timate conversational group, Nevertheless, it is  my opinion t h a t  the 
s i tua t ion  descllhbed f o r  Pat OlBrients joke may be more t rad i t iona l  than 
it appears, OlBri.cn i s  not, a s  Burns points out, just  a stand-up cpmedian, 
he is an ethnic character type, Theebhnic comic figure has deep f?oots i n  
American (and European) ente tainxnent t radi t ions rind may thus ne qui te  
t rad i t iona l  i n  t h i s  context? However t h i s  may be, the question of the 
audience rz i ses  a mucB more basic problem. 
When one e x d n e s  te levis ion context, a number of levels  can be discerned, 
Thus ( to  use Burns' example) i n  addition t o  the chatty l i t t l e  para- 
cocktail par ty on screen during the Tonight show there i s  an off-screen 
studio audience and the  viewing audience, Each constitutes a different  
kind of context; and the performer i s  aware of each level. 
The existence of multiple contexts has a number of implications. The 
studio audience hears and sees things tha t  the viewing audience does 
not hear and see. I n  the several l ive  TV shows tha t  I have attended, 
the MC ("emceef1), star and producer a l l  helped ftwarm ugn the audience 
and coach them i n  the proper reactions--when t o  applaud and laugh* But 
the studio audience does not know f o r  sure i f  the  various performer's 
l i nes  a re  spontaneous o r  rehearsed, jus t  a s  the viewing audience does 
not know i f  the show is  filmed ob l ive ,  and the  audience reaction 
"canned1! o r  real. 
T h i s  leads t o  a more general criticism- Burns has taken the  audio and 
visual as received more o r  l e s s  a t  face value. My contention i s  t h a t  
a l l  aspects of staging, filnring and edi t ing must be considered i n  terms 
of t h e i r  fo lk lo r i s t i c  content. Cartoons, f o r  example, derive i n  tech- 
niques from movie cartoons, comic books and s t r i p s  and, ult imately 
from fo lk  puppetry, Most h is tor ies  of mass media s t r e s s  the innovations 
of people l i k e  W a l t  Disney, but the fo lk lo r i s t  can see the continuities 
as  well. However, the answers cannot be gleaned by watching the tttubelt 
alone. 
Because mass media are, as  I have suggested, multi-contextual, the stu- 
dent must not only investigate the  finished product, but must come t o  
terms with the whole creative process. Assessing the appearance of "Sing 
a Song of Sixpence" i n  a margarine ad may involve tracking down the ad- 
ver t is ing agency and asking why they used a t rad i t iona l  song f o r  t h e i r  
pitch. Correctly assesing the t r ad i t iona l i ty  of "Listen t o  the  Mocking- 
bird'' involves having some knowledge of what happens t o  the  tune when 
played by the same musicians i n  other  contexts. 
I do not wish t o  suggest t h a t  such problems are  overwhelming. In f a c t  
they are  a challenge. For the fo lk lo r i s t  the usefulness of the multi- 
context phenomena i n  mass culture l i e s  i n  the f a c t  that  i t  tends t o  
fragment the creative process,,;thus making it more accessible t o  us. 
A l l  t h i s  may lead us m a y  from t rue t t  folklore events, but on the other 
hand, it may give us some perspective on creative processes i n  contemp- 
orary society. 
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OUR READERS WRITI3 : "A THIRD WAY" 
Dear S i r s :  
So, do you expect us t o  believe tha t  A t h i r d  way1 jus t  APPEARED one 
day? Mysteriously, gou say? And it means nothing? Who da you think we 
are? Who do you think YOU are? Such Greenwayesque paranoia i s  not 
seemly. 
Disappointedly, 
- - 
A ~ e a d e r  
Dear Reader: The s tenc i l s  f o r  t h a t  issue were prepared by a t rusted ty- 
p is t .  Betwixt typing and print ing they never l e f t  the hands of your t ru-  
l y  baffled editors. The mimeographers have been i n  our employ f o r  many 
long years. --EDS, 
